I n the past few years, occupational and environmental issues have grown in importance in the most developed countries (Rosenstock, 1991) . One outcome is that educators believe medical students should be familiar with the basic principles of occupational health to be able to recognize hazards in the workplace environment and to be able to perform an occupational health history (Associazione Universitaria di Medicina del Lavoro, 1995; Rosenstock, 1991) .
It is also believed similar concepts should be included as a component of nursing education curricula. In accordance with World Health Organization (WHO) recommendations, education for all nurses should include basic concepts of occupational health, such as the relationship between working and health, injuries, and work related health problems (WHO, 1988) .
Italian schools of nursing are undergoing rapid changes . Until a few years ago, nursing education was the responsibility of regional institutions, each of which offered different educational curricula . Presently, the university commitment for education and training aims to achieve a consistent level of professional competence and ability throughout Italy (Franco, 1995a) . A new, standardized 3 year nursing education curriculum was introduced. As part of the new curriculum, it was necessary to develop a course in occupational health (taught with social medicine and preventive medicine). The course was conceived to provide students with basic concepts of occupational health, knowledge of hospital hazards, and knowledge about workplace situations in which health care workers might experience potential health risks.
In the past, health care institutions were considered safe and healthy environments. As a consequence, avail- able resources were used to benefit patient care, rather than invested in the identification and evaluation of environmental hazards and surveillance of health care workers (Bamford, 1995; Franco, 1995b) . However, it is now acknowledged that information about hospital workplace hazards is an important area that needs to be addressed. Knowledge about the potential hazards is necessary for prevention of serious work related health consequences. This article describes the new occupational health course taught at the University of Modena School of Nursing during the 1994-95 academic year. In addition, the article discusses the external evaluation of the course by occupational health experts.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Course Description
Course development was preceded by a preliminary information gathering and analysis process which culminated in the identification of student needs (Suarez, 1992) . Learning objectives were based on the need to provide learners with basic occupational health concepts (i.e., causes of the most common occupational health problems and methods to prevent them) and knowledge of occupational health hazards in the hospital workplace environment. This approach was designed to stimulate the students' interest and to promote their active participation in the educational process. The approach appealed to students ' awareness of the need to identify, evaluate, and control hazards. The course included two modules: occupational health (18 units) and occupational health in the hospital (25 units). The Table describes 
Course Evaluation
An external evaluation was performed by submitting a detailed survey tool (containing the title of the module, had not yet been implemented were included. In addition to responding to the relevance of the individual unit content, the 30 occupational health educators were asked to respond to the following characteristic descriptors:
• Practice or do not practice in a health care institution.
• Teacher for 25 or less years.
• Teacher for more than 25 years.
• Teacher in a school of nursing and a school of medicine.
• Teacher only in a school of medicine The surveys were mailed (no stamped envelope was provided) with a cover letter explaining the aim of the 582 evaluation survey. Each educator was asked to assess the relevance of each module unit on an arbitrary scale ranging from 0 (not relevant) to 2 (very relevant).
A preliminary analysis focused on comparisons of the means and frequencies of the ordinal responses of the individual topics and both modules. The relevance of each unit was expressed as a percentage of the rate assigned by respondents. The third quartile's value of the distribution of the rates assigned to each topic was considered as a cut off value.
EVALUATION RESULTS
Within 40 days after the surveys were mailed to the 30 educators, 18 completed surveys (61% response rate) were returned. The incomplete feedback might be explained by the fact that, at the time of the survey, only 13 teachers were involved in teaching the new course. The other 17 people to whom the survey was mailed were not topics was 1.3 (standard deviation = 0.2). These values showed that both topics were evaluated as relevant. Mean and median values of the two modules did not differ significantly (Student's t test: t = 0.5; p = 0.604 and N-PAR test median: p =0.768).
Each unit's relevance ranged from 0% (rate OXl8 teachers = 0) to 100% (rate 2X 18 teachers = 36), and the correspondent third quartile value is 78%. This was considered as a cut off value for establishing the most relevant topics.
The module dealing with the basic concepts in occupational health included 6 (out of 18) topics rated 78% or more, while the module focusing on occupational health in the hospital included 7 (out of 25) topics rated 78% or more. These top rated units are shown in the Figure. A number of units (4 of 18 in the first module and 6 of 25 in the second module) obtained a relevance rating less than 58% (corresponding to a mean rating of 1) and yet involved with the new curriculum and may have had less interest. Because the individuals conducting the evaluation considered the sample as representative of the population, no additional attempts were made for follow up.
Respondents' characteristics were: • 78% worked in a hospital. • 22% worked in a university only. • 67% had a teaching practice less than or equal to 25 years. • 33% had a teaching practice more than 25 years. • 67% taught in schools of nursing and in schools of medicine. • 33% taught in schools of medicine only.
The analysis of descriptive statistical parameters revealed that for both modules, mean and median values were the same. The mean of the occupational health module topics was 1.4 (standard deviation = 0.3). The mean of the occupational health in the hospital module
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Course Developed for Nursing Education Programs in Italy. Franco, G., & Bisio, S. were evaluated as less useful. The topics from the first module evaluated as less relevant were: air pollution and health hazard (55%), an epidemiologic approach to hazard assessment (55%), physical work (53%), and data banks for prevention (53%). The topics from the second module evaluated as less relevant were : non ionizing radiation hazard (55%), noise hazard (55%), visual hazard (55%), electricity hazard (55%), organization of work as a hazard factor (53%), and vibration hazard (42%) .
DISCUSSION
Occupational health is reported to be an unimportant area of education by medical students (Franco , 1995c; Graber, 1995; Martin, 1989; Sokas , 1993) and physicians (Martin, 1989) . It could be argued that nursing students and nurses, too, may also have a similar opinion. Despite this fact and despite the need for nursing schools to comply with requirements including content from many demanding disciplines, the standardized new curriculum includes a course in occupational health . The mandate for standardized nursing curriculum dictates the need to 1.
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Italian schools of nursing are now required to have a standardized curriculum. Part of the standardized curriculum is an occupational health course. The course is divided into two main units including occupational health (18 topics) and occupational health in the hospital (25 topics).
In an effort to identify relevant course topics from the two modules, an external evaluation using an audit approach was performed.
Items identified as most relevant (with a percentage of the theoretical maximum level >78%) included both the basic concepts in occupational health and occupational health in the hospital.
The audit process revealed that a number of topics should be considered compulsory, whereas others could be omitted because of their lower relevance for nursing education curricula. implement the new course throughout Italy. The new curriculum takes into account the WHO recommendations about education for all nurses, as well as the need to provide nursing students with knowledge about hospital hazards and potential health risks in the hospital workplace. The evaluation of any educational program is performed for a "formative purpose" (Whorten, 1992) . To receive feedback about the value of course content, the course was evaluated by occupational health experts .
The external evaluation revealed that 77% of topics were evaluated as relevant or very relevant, while 23% of topics were evaluated as less relevant. No topics were evaluated as not relevant. This means that while a number of topics are considered compulsory, others could be omitted based on the educators' lower evaluation of relevance. The evaluation oriented approach emphasizes the importance of six topics of the first module and seven topics in the second module which were evaluated as pertinent and appropriate to nursing education.
The overcrowded curricula of nursing schools makes it necessary to limit the number of topics to be included in the occupational health course . The audit approach used with the evaluation provides feedback about relevant topics on which the course should focus. This type of feedback allows for continuous improvement of the course.
The program evaluation proved its efficacy in detecting pertinent items. The audit approach demonstrated its strength in "focusing and selecting" important issues , as well as its suitability to facilitate improvement of the nursing education program (Whorten, 1992) .
